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Executive summary 

Introduction 

In October 2005, Keep Scotland Beautiful commissioned the SCRE Centre at 
the University of Glasgow to undertake an evaluation of the Eco Schools 
Programme in Scotland. 

Eco Schools is a programme for environmental management, certification and 
sustainable development education. It is an international programme that was 
developed in 1994 in response to the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (Earth Summit) held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 
The Programme was introduced in Scotland and the rest of the UK in 1995. 

The main message to emerge from the Earth Summit was that ‘nothing less than 
a transformation of attitudes and behaviour’ was necessary ‘to halt the 
destruction of irreplaceable natural resources and the pollution of the planet’. 
The development of the Programme in Scotland was lent further impetus by the 
fact that participation in this scheme was adopted by the Scottish Executive 
Education Department (SEED) as a performance measure within the framework 
for school improvement that relates to National Priority 4.2C Values and 
Citizenship. There are now over 2,000 schools registered in Scotland, the 
majority (83 per cent) of which are primary schools. 

About the evaluation 

The evaluation took place over a seven-month period (from November 2005 to 
May 2006). The main aim was to evaluate the perceived effectiveness of the 
Eco Schools Programme in developing pupils’ awareness and in changing their 
behaviour in respect of the environment. The research comprised two main 
strands. 

• Strand 1: a postal survey of all registered schools (655) in eight local 
authorities in Scotland - Glasgow, South Lanarkshire, Dundee, Shetland, 
Highland, Dumfries and Galloway, North Lanarkshire and the Western 
Isles. Preliminary interviews with key stakeholders (n = 8) were conducted 
to inform the development of the questionnaire. The response rate was 48 
per cent. Members of the Eco Committee in secondary schools in these 
authorities were invited to complete a short questionnaire Thirty completed 
questionnaires were received, representing a response rate of 34 per cent. 

• Strand 2: case-study research, comprising individual and group interviews 
with up to six key informants (teaching and non-teaching staff, pupils and 
parents) in six locations (4 primary schools and 3 secondary schools) in 
two focus authorities - South Lanarkshire and Dundee. 

• Part of the remit was to review the implications of the findings for the 
future strategic development of the Programme. 

The main findings to emerge from the study are summarised below. 
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Getting started 

• Nursery and primary schools had a disproportionately high number of awards 
- 87 per cent of all awards won, as opposed to a mere 5 per cent for secondary 
schools. 

• Opinion leaders within schools played an important role in initiating and 
sustaining involvement in the Eco Schools Programme. 

• Leading by example was considered the most effective way of ensuring that a 
sufficient number of people in the school community were actively involved 
in the Programme. 

Getting everyone involved 

• The key to successful participation appeared to lie in making the achievement 
of the objectives of the Eco Schools Programme an integral part of the 
operations of the school. 

• Sixty-one per cent of respondent to the questionnaire survey accorded the Eco 
Schools Programme ‘very high priority’ or ‘high priority’ in their school 
development plan. 

• Ninety four per cent of the schools that responded to the survey stated that 
they were involved in Health Promoting Schools; and 80 per cent in Active 
Schools. 

• The existence of a number of parallel initiatives - such as Health Promoting 
Schools and Active Schools - was generally perceived as a positive feature of 
the cross-curricular landscape in Scottish schools, particularly at primary 
level. 

• The consensus to emerge was that Eco Schools was an effective umbrella for 
working on a range of cross-curricular issues such as health promotion, 
enterprise and sustainable transport. 

The challenges for secondary schools 

• The Programme appeared to be accorded lower priority in school development 
plans in the secondary schools surveyed. 

• The Programme did not appear to have sufficient appeal for secondary school 
pupils, and the majority of pupils appeared less motivated than their 
counterparts in primary schools. 

• However, the secondary pupils who responded to the survey considered that 
their peers were now more likely to recycle paper, glass etc, and less likely to 
drop litter. 

• The evidence from the secondary pupils’ survey suggests that at secondary 
level there is scope to tackle a wider range of issues than those covered 
specifically by the eight core environmental topics of the Eco Schools 
Programme. 
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Developing responsible citizens 

• Overall, the Programme was considered a good way to develop education for 
citizenship in school. 

• The evidence suggests that there is a clear link between devising more 
effective approaches to resource management and developing education for 
citizenship. 

• The status of the Programme as a recognised award scheme was considered 
the least important dimension, although gaining an award was perceived to 
enhance the status of the school in the local community. 

• There was a strong consensus that ‘involvement in the Programme has had a 
positive impact on pupils’ behaviour in respect of the environment’. 

• The Programme was perceived to have had the most impact on the physical 
environment of the school, and to have made a positive contribution to school 
ethos. 

• The responses to the main questionnaire survey indicate that involvement in 
the Programme enabled staff to ‘develop a shared vision for the whole school’, 
and thus contributed to the development of a value base for responsible 
citizenship. 

Perspectives on priorities 

• The core environmental topics that were considered most relevant by both 
teachers and pupils were the development of school grounds; and health and 
well-being. 

• The development of the school grounds was considered to be the one from 
which pupils were perceived to derive the greatest benefit. This applied 
particularly to younger pupils, who were more likely to engage in active play 
in the school grounds. 

• The school grounds or garden was an area in which progress was clearly 
visible, not only to all those in school, but also to members of the wider 
community. 

• The evidence from two of the case studies suggests that there are intangible 
benefits related to personal and social development that derived from 
activities such as working in the garden. 

• The findings from the main questionnaire survey indicate a strong consensus 
in support of the importance of fostering critical thinking in respect of 
sustainable development and environmental issues. 

• The area that appears to present the greatest challenge to schools is ‘involving 
the wider community’ in activities organised under the auspices of the Eco 
Schools Programme. 
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Recommendations 

The following recommendations are intended to further discussion and debate 
on the future strategic direction of the Eco Schools Programme in Scotland. 

Changing the emphasis from awards to self-directed learning 

The evidence suggests that schools set a relatively low priority on gaining an 
award, despite the prominence of this dimension on the Eco Schools website. 

• More space could be devoted to rationale rather than structure, and to 
process rather than procedures. 

Engaging the secondary school community 

• The Eco Schools Management Team should endeavour to increase the 
involvement of secondary schools. 

• One way of achieving this would be to display more prominently on the 
main website pages (ie not just in Bulletin PDFs) material associated with 
activity and achievements in the secondary sector. 

• Consideration might be given to setting up twinning arrangements between 
primary schools and secondary schools. This might facilitate further 
initiatives in the primary school; and provide personal development and 
mentoring opportunities with a sustainable development focus for a range 
of secondary pupils. Such arrangements should also be prominently 
displayed on the main pages of the Eco Schools website. 

• The website might be further developed to include a section specifically for 
secondary schools. This could be developed in consultation with pupils 
from participating schools. 

Defining the criteria for awards more tightly 

The criteria for awards are currently defined fairly loosely. This allows for 
greater flexibility for both schools and assessors. However, it may contribute to 
some schools delaying applications for awards, or for disparities between 
schools that have achieved the same level of award. 

• The Eco Schools Management Team should consider defining more closely 
the award criteria. 

Communicating achievements 

The evidence suggests that communication with parents and the wider 
community was largely restricted to short newsletter items, and to inviting 
parents to specific awareness-raising events (‘eco days’, garden openings, etc). 
There are clearly challenges associated with involving parents during the school 
day, when many are working. 

• The Eco Schools Management Team should consider strengthening the 
requirement for effective communication into the assessment criteria. 
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• Participating schools should consider involving staff with a home-school 
link remit more actively in this dimension of the Programme. 

• There should be a gradual shift in emphasis from frequency of meetings 
involving members of the community towards increasing the quality of 
community involvement. 

Sharing ideas 

There are two dimensions to this issue. The first is to harness the experience of 
those schools that have attained Green Flag status. The second is to make 
practical trouble-shooting advice more readily available, and to extend the 
sharing of good ideas beyond the pages of the monthly Eco Schools Bulletin. 

• Consideration should be given to reviewing the utility of permanent Green 
Flag status and harnessing the experience of schools that have gained three 
Green Flags to the benefit of other schools. This could be achieved by 
involving headteachers in a limited number of assessment visits and in a 
series of networking conferences, during which they will be able to offer 
practical support and encouragement to other schools in their area. 

• The Eco Schools Management Team should consider flagging up new ideas 
more clearly on the website pages, not just in Bulletin PDFs. 

• The Team should consider establishing easily identifiable databases or a 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) section for information that would 
benefit regions and larger numbers of schools, and be proactive in gathering 
local experience and advice, eg in relation to funding opportunities; external 
groups/events available for booking in local schools; and frequently 
encountered issues such as paper cup recycling waste paper management. 

Streamlining assessment procedures 

Some respondents considered that there was ‘too much paper work’ required to 
gain an award. This has implications not only for schools, but also for the Eco 
Schools Management Team, which faces an increasing workload as registered 
proceed through the levels of award. Delays in assessment may result in schools 
losing momentum. 

• The Eco Schools Management Team should make it clear that it is possible 
to include pupils’ own reports and writing as valid elements of the written 
evidence submitted to assessors. 

Getting local authorities on board 

There appears to be considerable diversity of practice across local authorities in 
respect of the level of support offered to schools that have launched, or are 
attempting to launch recycling schemes for paper, plastic and glass. 

• There is an urgent need for local authorities to increase levels of support to 
schools in respect of waste management. This will enable schools to fulfil 
their role as opinion leaders, and to influence the attitudes and practices of 
coming generations towards the environment. 
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1: Introduction and background 

1.1 Introduction 

Only people with a sense of responsibility for the world and to the world 

are truly responsible to and for themselves. 

Vaclav Havel, (1998) The Art of the Impossible 

In October 2005, Keep Scotland Beautiful commissioned the SCRE Centre and 
the Department of Educational Studies at the University of Glasgow to 
undertake an evaluation of the Eco Schools Programme in Scotland. Eco Schools 
is a programme for environmental management, certification and sustainable 
development education. (See Appendix 1 for a brief overview of the structure of 
the Programme.) The development of the Eco Schools Programme in Scotland 
was lent further impetus by the fact that participation in this scheme was 
adopted by the Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) as a 
performance measure within the framework for school improvement that relates 
to National Priority 4.2C Values and Citizenship. There are now over 2,000 
schools 1 registered in Scotland, the majority (83 per cent) of which are primary 
schools. 

The Eco Schools Programme was developed in 1994 by the Foundation for 
Environmental Education (FEE) as a direct response to the United Nations 
(UN) Conference on Environment and Development (Earth Summit) held in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1992. The Programme was introduced in Scotland and the rest of 
the UK in 1995. 

1.1.1 Rationale 

The main message to emerge from the Earth Summit was that ‘nothing less than 
a transformation of attitudes and behaviour’ was necessary ‘to halt the 
destruction of irreplaceable natural resources and the pollution of the planet’. 2 
Agenda 21, a comprehensive programme for global action in all areas of 
sustainable development, was one of three major agreements adopted at the 
Earth Summit. Local authorities were required to draw up their own Local 
Agenda 21 (LA21) strategies following consultation with their citizens on local 
priorities. In Scotland, LA21 strategies have been largely superseded by what 
are variously referred to as sustainability policies, environmental strategy 
policies and sustainable development policies. This change is largely in 
nomenclature only, and reflects the distance travelled since the Earth Summit. 
The Duty of Best Value in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 now 
requires that ‘the local authority shall discharge its duties under this chapter in a 
way which contributes to the achievement of sustainable development’ . This is 
an indication that sustainable development 3 is now - at least in theory - being 
mainstreamed into local government decision-making. 



1 The term ‘schools’ is used throughout this report, although this may include free-standing nursery provision. 

2 See <http://www.un.org/geninfo/bp/enviro.html> for a brief overview of the background to the Earth Summit and the 
related UN follow-up activities. 

3 The definition of sustainable development used in the Best Value statutory guidance combines two definitions from the 
Scottish Executive, and reads as follows: ‘...development which secures a balance of social, economic and environmental 
well-being in the impact of activities and decisions; and which seeks to meet the needs of the present without compromising 
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